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She strained her eyes and knitted her brows in the
effort to recall the forgotten letters, forgetting everything
else. But soon her eyes tired. At first she shed tears of
exhaustion, then of despair.
"Learning to read!" she whimpered. "Forty years old
and just learning my ABC's!'*
"Don't cry," said the khokhol soothingly. "You couldn't
choose your life, but at least you realise what a vile one
it's been. Thousands of people could live better if they
wanted to, but they go on living like brutes and even
think it's wonderful. Today a man works and eats, and
tomorrow he works and eats, and goes on all the days
of his life—just working and eating. What's so wonder-
ful about that? Between times he brings children into the
world who amuse him until they begin demanding too
much to eat; then he gets angry and curses them: 'Hurry
and grow up, you little brats! Time to start working!'
He'd like to turn his children into domestic animals, but
they begin working for the sake of their own bellies—
stretching out their lives like a piece of gum. The only
people worthy of the name are those who devote them-
selves to freeing the mind of man. You too, as far as
you're able, are doing this now."
"Me?" she breathed deprecatingly. "What can I do?"
"Don't say that. We're like the rain, every drop of
which waters the seeds. And when you start reading—"
He broke off with a laugh, got up and began pacing
the floor.
"You've simply got to learn. Soon Pavel will come
home, and then—oho!"
"Ah, Andryusha!" said the mother. "Everything's
simple when you're young. But when you grow older—
so many cares, so little strength, and no brains at all!"
xvm
That evening when the khokhol had gone out, the
mother lighted the lamp and began to knit a stocking. But

